Managing the social impacts of austerity Britain: the cultural politics of neo-liberal 'nudging' by Briant, E. & Harkins, S.
This is a repository copy of Managing the social impacts of austerity Britain: the cultural 
politics of neo-liberal 'nudging'.
White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/116773/
Version: Accepted Version
Book Section:
Briant, E. orcid.org/0000-0002-8003-992X and Harkins, S. orcid.org/0000-0001-6116-0460
(2017) Managing the social impacts of austerity Britain: the cultural politics of neo-liberal 
'nudging'. In: Berry, D., (ed.) Cultural Politics in the Age of Austerity. Routledge , Abingdon .
ISBN 9781472434883 
eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/
Reuse 
Items deposited in White Rose Research Online are protected by copyright, with all rights reserved unless 
indicated otherwise. They may be downloaded and/or printed for private study, or other acts as permitted by 
national copyright laws. The publisher or other rights holders may allow further reproduction and re-use of 
the full text version. This is indicated by the licence information on the White Rose Research Online record 
for the item. 
Takedown 
If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by 
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request. 
1 
Managing the Social Impacts of Austerity Britain: 
The Cultural Politics of Neo-/LEHUDOµQXGJLQJ¶ 
 
Emma L. Briant and Steven Harkins 
 
 
Neo-liberalism, Policymaking and Social Interventionism 
 
The global collapse of the financial sector in 2007±2008 led to criticism of neo-liberal 
economic policy and calls for a return to Keynesianism (Wolf, 2008). Yet the political 
response to the most recent financial crisis has been an austerity drive, targeted at the welfare 
state; this approach can be understood as a continuation of the neo-liberal project to roll-back 
the state.  ,WZDVDVLPLODUSHULRGRIFULVLVIROORZLQJWKHHQGRIWKHµJROGHQDJHRIFDSLWDOLVP¶
and the dissolution of the Post-War compromise between capital and labour (Marglin and 
Schor, 1992; Dumeneil and Levy, 2004; Harvey, 2005, 22) that ushered in the development 
of neo-liberalism in the 1970s.  
 
Neo-OLEHUDOLVPHPHUJHG IURP WKH LGHDVRID µWKRXJKWFROOHFWLYH¶ WKH0RQW3HOHULQ6RFLHW\ 
who hosted an intellectual movement that attempted to counter the Keynesian collectivist 
policies that had emerged from the post-war settlement, and had subsequently led to the 
creation of the welfare state (Cockett, 1995; Harvey, 2005; Mirowski and Plehwe, 2009). 
Economists associated with the society, particularly classical Liberals like Ludwig von 
Mises, and Friedrich von Hayek, constructed the state as a tyrannical and oppressive force, 
which interferes with the liberty of free individuals (Hall, 2012: 11).  
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This radical individualism remained on the fringes of political discourse until the collapse of 
economic growth in the 1970s which left Britain indebted to the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), and committed to a requirement for deep public spending cuts (Burk, 1992). This 
crisis undermined Keynesianism as an economic model and neo-liberal ideas came to 
GRPLQDWH WKHSROLFLHVRI WKH0DUJDUHW7KDWFKHU¶V*RYHUQPHQW ±1990). Critics of neo-
OLEHUDOLVPKDYHGHVFULEHGLWDVDUHDFWLRQE\WKHµXSSHUFODVVHV¶ZKRµIHOWWKUHDWHQHG¶E\WKH
collapse of growth and moved to secure their interests (Harvey, 2005: 16). Neo-liberalism in 
%ULWDLQ SULQFLSDOO\ DLPHG RYHU WKUHH GHFDGHV WR FXW EDFN WKH µVRFLDO-democratic welfare 
VWDWH¶ZKLFKZDVVHHQDVWKHµDUFKHQHP\RIIUHHGRP¶EHFDXVHLWLQWHUIHUHVZLWKWKHµQDWXUDO¶
mechanisms of the market (Hall, 2012: 9±11). The first phase of this project, implemented 
between 1979 and 1986, involved deep cuts and restrictions in public spending, culminating 
in the deregulation of the City of London (Hills, 1998: 2; Scott-Samuel et. al., 2014: 54). 
 
These reforms have led to increased economic inequality, which has been linked to a range of 
social problems (Thomas, Dorling and Smith, 2010; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). A sharp 
rise in unemployment throughout this period was linked to rising crime (Davies, 1997: 240). 
Benefit cuts led to an increase in homelessness, especially amongst teenagers (Scott-Samuel 
et. al., 2014: 55), which was worsened by the subsequent reduction of social housing stock 
through privatization. The development of these social problems led to a paradox in neo-
OLEHUDO WKLQNLQJ DQG UHDOL]DWLRQ DPRQJ WKH SROLWLFDO DQG LQWHOOHFWXDO HOLWH WKDW µOHVV
JRYHUQPHQW¶ OHG WR D QHHG WR µPDVN DQG FRQWDLQ WKH GHOHWHULRXV VRFLDO FRQVHTXHQFHV¶ RI
rolling-back the state (Wacquant, 1999: 323). The savings that were supposed to be made in 
public expenditure failed to materialize as the number of pensioners, lone parent families and 
unemployed people increased (Hills, 1998: 4). $µVRFLDOO\LQWHUYHQWLRQLVW¶DJHQGDGHYHORSHG
ZKLFKLQYROYHGWDUJHWLQJDVHULHVRIUHIRUPVDLPHGWRHQVXUHWKDWµ$VPDQ\FRVWVDVSRVVLEOH
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should be shifted from the state and back onto individuals, and markets, particularly labour 
markets, [which] shoulG EH DV IOH[LEOH DV SRVVLEOH¶ *DPEOH  ±132). Peck and 
7LFNHOO FDOOHG WKLV UHVSRQVH DQ µDJJUHVVLYH UH-regulation, disciplining, and containment of 
WKRVHPDUJLQDOLVHGRUGLVSRVVHVVHG¶ 
 
&ULWLFLVP IURP WKHJRYHUQPHQWZDVGLUHFWHGDW µSHople who make themselves homeless by 
PRYLQJ IURP WKHLU KRPH DUHD¶ )UDQNOLQ   7KDWFKHU FULWLFL]HG WKH DWWLWXGH RI
KRPHOHVVSHRSOHDUJXLQJWKDWWKHLUDWWLWXGHZDVµ,DPKRPHOHVVWKH*RYHUQPHQWPXVWKRXVH
PH¶DQG 
 
they are casting their problems on society and who is society? There is no such 
thing! There are individual men and women and there are families and no 
government can do anything except through people and people look to 
themselves first (1987). 
 
This blaming of individuals for policy IDLOLQJVFRQWLQXHGZLWK-RKQ0DMRU¶VµEDFNWREDVLFV¶
FDPSDLJQIROORZLQJKLVHOHFWLRQLQ'XULQJWKLVWLPHWKHHPHUJLQJµXQGHUFODVV¶WKHRU\
was embraced by leading Conservative Party figures including Michael Portillo, John 
Redwood and Peter Lilley who argued that single mothers were an economic burden on 
society (Lund, 2008: 46). Local authorities enforced co-habitation rules for single mothers 
that meant sometimes they were forced to live with violent ex-partners and did not provide 
the infrastructure needed for their independence (Campbell, 1984: 28). Political and media 
UKHWRULFFRQVWUXFWHGWKHPDVERWKEXUGHQDQGWKUHDWWRVRFLHW\EHFDXVHRIWKHLUµOLNHO\WREH
FULPLQDO¶FKLOGUHQ6LOYD(OHFWRUDOVXSSRUWIRUWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHVGURSSHG sharply 
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DIWHUDQGVRPHFRPPHQWDWRUVEODPHGWKHVHSROLFLHVIRUFUHDWLQJDQLPDJHRIWKHµQDVW\
SDUW\¶WKDWEURXJKWHOHFWRUDOGHIHDW+DVDQ 
 
7KHHOHFWLRQHQGHGHLJKWHHQ\HDUVRI&RQVHUYDWLYHJRYHUQDQFHEXWµ1HZ/DERXU¶KDG
embraced neo-liberal welfare reform policies that similarly emphasized individual 
responsibility. Prime Minister Tony Blair argued that the welfare state inherited from the 
Conservatives was still 
 
weighted heavily towards rewarding and supporting people who were not actively 
seeking to improve their situation, whether by looking for work or by taking part 
in training (Marston, 2008: 363). 
 
Between 2004±2005 Blair sought to bring in cuts to the number of incapacity benefit 
claimants in what was a long-term issue dating back to the social impact of privatization and 
WKH ODVWLQJHIIHFWVRI WKHµUROO-EDFN¶RI WKHVWDWH LQ WKHV (Beatty and Fothergill, 2010). 
Rising numbers of unemployed people had also been encouraged onto incapacity benefit in 
DQ HIIRUW WR UHGXFH WKH XQHPSOR\PHQW ILJXUHV LELG /DERXU¶V ELQDU\ GLVFRXUVH VHSDUDWHG
GHVHUYLQJWD[SD\HUVIURPXQGHVHUYLQJEHQHILWUHFLSLHQWVDQGLQYRNHGµWKHLGHDWKDWRUGLQDU\
taxpayers have a lot to fear from a large-JURXSRI³ZHOIDUHGHSHQGHQW´VSRQJHUV¶ 0DUVWRQ
2008: 364). They brought in a number of corresponding policy adjustments including 
UHGXFWLRQV LQ ZHOIDUH VSHQGLQJ LQ WKH HDUO\ \HDUV RI 1HZ /DERXU¶V DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ +LOOV
1998: 23), however this period also brought the creation of the minimum wage, the New 
Deal, and a package of redistributive tax policies like Working Tax Credit. This welfare 
VSHQGLQJ ZDV WDUJHWHG DW µGHVHUYLQJ¶ JURXSV OLNH FKLOGUHQ WKRVH LQ ZRUN DQG SHQVLRQHUV
meanwhile cuts were targeted in other areas (Brewer et. al., 2002) like unemployment and 
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disability. These early initiatives were followed by a second phase of welfare reform focused 
RQDµJUDGXDOHVFDODWLRQLQWKHUHTXLUHPHQWVDVNHGRIEHQHILWUHFLSLHQWV¶VSHFLILFDOO\WDUJHWHG
DWµORQHSDUHQWVDQGWKHVLFNDQGGLVDEOHG¶%UHZHU 
 
'HVSLWH /DERXU¶V WRXJK VWDQFH RQ ZHOIDUH LQ  &RDOLWLRQ:RUN DQG 3HQVLRQV VHFUHWDU\
,DLQ'XQFDQ6PLWKDJDLQDUJXHG WKDWKLVJRYHUQPHQWKDG LQKHULWHGD µEURNHQV\VWHP¶ IURP
/DERXU ZKHUH SHRSOH ZHUH µSDUNHG¶ RQ EHQHILWV 3UHVV $VVRFLDWLRQ  7KLV focus on 
welfare cuts in Britain was echoed on a global scale following the economic crisis. The 
2(&'¶V VROXWLRQ WR WKH FULVLV UHFRPPHQGHG D UHGXFWLRQ RI ZKDW ZDV GHVFULEHG DV WKH
µEXUJHRQLQJZHOIDUHEXUGHQ¶DQGLVVXHGDGYLFHWRFRXQWULHVIRULQVWDQFHWR µDFWLYDWHH[LVWLQJ
GLVDELOLW\ EHQHILW UHFLSLHQWV¶ ZKR ZHUH DUJXHG WR EH DQ REVWDFOH WR UDLVLQJ ODERXU IRUFH
participation rates and a major contributor to public expenditure (2009: 5± %ULWDLQ¶V
Coalition Government made welfare reform a central aim and sought to impose new financial 
regimes based firmly in long-established precepts of neo-liberal economics. 
    
Despite unprecedented transfer to the wealthiest citizens and bonuses to the banks (Bennett, 
2014), austerity policies were targeted at benefit recipients, by definition the poorest 
members of society, and it is they who were claimed to be impeding global recovery. Paul 
Krugman argues that opposition to capitalism lost its impetus after the collapse of socialism 
as an ideology, which has led to a tacit acceptance of inequality, unemployment and injustice 
DV µXQSOHDVDQW DVSHFWV¶ RI WKH V\VWHP ZKLFK DUH µDFFHSWHG DV IDFWV RI OLIH¶   +LV
ZRUGVGHSUHVVLQJO\HFKRHG0DUJDUHW7KDWFKHU¶VIDPRXVPD[LPWKDWµWKHUHLVQRDOWHUQDWLYH¶
The lack of poOLWLFDOGLVVHQWDWWKLVQDUUDWLYHKLJKOLJKWVKRZµDIWHUIRUW\\HDUVRIDFRQFHUWHG
neo-liberal ideological assault, this new version of common sense is fast becoming the 
GRPLQDQWRQH¶ LILQGHHGZHFDQGHVFULEHLWDVµQHZ¶+DOODQG2¶6KHD 
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In the next section we will highlight some actions that constructed and supported this 
LGHRORJ\ DIWHU WKH FULVLV :H UHYLVLW *UDPVFL¶V FRQFHSW RI KHJHPRQ\ ZKLFK FDQ KHOS LQ
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ ZK\ DQG KRZ WKH µFRPPRQ-VHQVH¶ LGHRORJ\ RI SHUVRQDO UDWKHU WKDQ VWDWH
responsibility was supported in media coverage. The mainstream media coverage 
FRPSOHPHQWHG WKH JRYHUQPHQW¶V LGHRORJLFDO DQG SROLF\ DSSDUDWXV LQ HQGRUVLQJ FODLPV WKDW
benefit recipients were impeding global recovery and justifying massive reforms and a new 
wave of social interventionism. 
 
Cultural +HJHPRQ\6RFLDO,QWHUYHQWLRQLVPDQGµ1XGJLQJ¶ 
 
Hegemony, for Gramsci, emerges through various competing ideologies, some of which are 
WKHRULHVFUHDWHGE\µWUDGLWLRQDO¶LQWHOOHFWXDOV- academics or political activists, others are more 
µRUJDQLF¶ HPHUJLQJ ZLWKLQ SHRSOH¶V OLYHG H[SHULHQFH DQG DUWLFXODWHG WKURXJK UHOLJLRQ
HGXFDWLRQIDPLO\DQGWKHPHGLD$WWKLVSRSXODUOHYHOµFRPPRQVHQVH¶DQGµJRRGVHQVH¶DUH
developed as a form of practical philosophy (1971: 328). But different groups and their 
ideologies develop in a way that resolves tensions between dominant and subordinate groups. 
(VVHQWLDOO\ IRU *UDPVFL WKLV WHQVLRQ ZDV QHFHVVDU\ IRU WKH FRRUGLQDWLRQ RI µWKH GRPLQDQW
JURXS¶ZLWK µWKHJHQHUDO LQWHUHVWVRI WKHVXERUGLQDWHJURXSV¶ VR WKDW WKHVWDWHFRXOGPRGLI\
DQ\µXQVWDEOHHTXLOLEULD¶RILQWHUHVWVLELG&RQWHPSRUDU\DXVWHULW\KDVEHHQVXSSRUWHG
by state interventionism which attempts to build personal responsibility, and deflect the 
responsibility away from government and the failures of capitalism. But ideological 
adjustments are necessary to build acceptance from groups whose interests may conflict, 
structuring and presenting policy in such a way that it appears to meet the needs of all. 
Gramsci saw some scoSH IRU UHVLVWDQFH DQG µZLOO¶ LQ ZKDW KH FDOOHG µRUJDQLF LQWHOOHFWXDOV¶
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(ibid: 129), but this exists alongside their tendency to shape perceptions of institutions and 
wider society according to the dominant culture. Attention placed on the financial system or 
VWDWH UHVSRQVLELOLW\ WKURXJK µRUJDQLF¶ GLVFRXUVHV LQ WKH PHGLD QHHGHG WR EH PDQDJHG E\
offering minimal adjustments whilst ensuring the overall continuation of the hegemonic 
system. One such system for these minimal adjustments was BIT, discussed below.1 This 
underpinned, for Gramsci, the appearance that dominant interests were the same as those of 
ZLGHUVRFLHW\DQGWKDWJRYHUQPHQWZDVµEDVHGRQWKHFRQVHQWRIWKHPDMRULW\¶DVH[SUHVVHG
through the media (ibid: 80). Gramsci articulated a theory of how the dominant group are 
able to manufacture consent and consensus in society, whilst allowing conflicts to be resolved 
or absorbed. Much of his theory is helpful in considering the way that democracies work 
today and how the dominance of neo-liberal ideology is maintained, both within the state and 
in its relation to civil society and the British public.   
 
)RU*UDPVFL WKH WUDGLWLRQDO LQWHOOHFWXDOVDQG µSDUW\¶ UHSURGXFHGPRVWFORVHO\ WKHGRPLQDQW
RUGHU'XULQJ WKHUHFHQW µFULVLV¶RIFDSLWDOLVPD WHDPZDVHVWDblished within government to 
build ideological change through modifying behaviour. The BIT (mentioned above) would 
LQLWLDWHµLQWHUYHQWLRQV¶DFURVVJRYHUQPHQWE\VWUXFWXULQJEHKDYLRXUPRGLILFDWLRQLQWR%ULWLVK
policy-PDNLQJLQVHUYLFHRIWKHJRYHUQPHQW¶VZLder policies to reduce the state and refocus 
RQµSHUVRQDOUHVSRQVLELOLW\¶7KHXQLWZDVVHWXSE\LWV'LUHFWRU'DYLG+DOSHUQIROORZLQJWKH
2010 election around the principles of behavioural economics and the psychology of 
behaviour change.  
 
                                               
1
 7KHµ%HKDYLRXUDO,QVLJKWV7HDP¶%,7LVRIWHQDUWLFXODWHGDVDrejection of classical economics in 
favour of the more socially sustainable approach of behavioural economics. These strategies, 
originally developed by New Labour 3ULPH0LQLVWHU¶V6WUDWHJ\8QLWZHUHtaken up within 
WKH&RDOLWLRQ¶VDXVWHULW\GULYH and so that responsibility for social problems could be shifted 
onto individuals, reducing the role of the state, they aim to use knowledge of natural 
psychological biases and errors to modify behaviour. 
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It is instruFWLYH WR H[DPLQH WKH µ0LQGVSDFH¶ UHSRUW - an early vision commissioned by Gus 
O¶'RQQHOO the Cabinet Secretary under New Labour, which became central to BIT planning.2 
0LQGVSDFHVWDWHVWKDWEHKDYLRXUDODSSURDFKHVRIIHUQHZµSRWHQWLDOO\SRZHUIXO¶WRROVWKDWDUH
µHVSHFLDOO\ UHOHYDQW LQ D SHULRG RI ILVFDO UHVWUDLQW¶ 'RODQ HW DO   )DU IURP
transforming the neo-liberal capitalist ideology identified above, behavioural economics was 
KDUQHVVHGIRUµVKDSLQJ LQGLYLGXDOEHKDYLRXU¶DURXQG WKHVHJRDOV LQVWHDGRIXVLQJµOHJDODQG
UHJXODWRU\V\VWHPV¶LELG7KH0LQGVSDFHUHSRUWDQWLFLSDWHV WKDWµILVFDOFKDOOHQJHVPD\
sharpen interest in behaviour change further, as policymakers and public service 
SURIHVVLRQDOVZUHVWOHZLWKWKHFKDOOHQJHRIKRZWRDFKLHYH³PRUHZLWKOHVV´¶LELG±13). It 
is unsurprising then that while the ideas were brewing under Labour they were really seized 
upon by the Conservative-led Coalition as a way to facilitate cuts while moderating social 
impact in a way that shifted the burden away from the state. BIT really took off after the 
financial crisis, which,  
 
FUHDWHG WKH FRQGLWLRQV XQGHU ZKLFK SHRSOH « VXGGHQO\ EHFDPH PXFK PRUH
LQWHUHVWHG LQ LW « because a lot of the behavioural suggestions were ones that 
FRXOGEHLQFRUSRUDWHGLQDSHULRGZKHQEDVLFDOO\\RX¶UHWU\LQJWRUXQWKHSXEOLF
VHFWRUZLWKQRQHZPRQH\2¶'RQQHOO3 
 
7KH LQWHUYHQWLRQV µWHQGHG WR EH FKHDS « VR LQ D ZRUOG ZKHQ \RX KDYHQ¶W JRW DQ\ PRUH
PRQH\« VXGGHQO\ EHKDYLRXUDO LGHDV DUH YHU\ DWWUDFWLYH¶ WR JRYHUQPHQW SROLF\ PDNHUV
                                               
2
 $QHFRQRPLVW*XV2¶'RQQHOOKDGRYHUVHHQLPSOHPHQWDWLRQRIPDny of the neo-liberal policies 
mentioned above that contributed to widening inequality in the UK. From 2002 to 2005 he was 
Permanent Secretary at HM Treasury; then became Cabinet Secretary until 2011.  
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 *XV2¶'RQQHOOKDGIRUPHUO\EHHQWKH8QLWHG.LQJGRP
V([HFXWLYH'LUHFWRUWRERWKWKH,QWHUQDWLRQDO
Monetary Fund and the World Bank (1997±8), then the Treasury Director of Macroeconomic Policy and 
Prospects and Head of the Government Economics Service - with overall responsibility for professional 
government economists. From 1999 to 2002 as Managing Director of Macroeconomic Policy and International 
Finance he was made responsiblHIRUWKH8.¶VILVFDOSROLF\LQWHUQDWLRQDOGHYHORSPHQWDQG(08$VDOHFWXUHU
DW*ODVJRZ8QLYHUVLW\RQHRIKLVVSHFLDOLVPVIRUWHDFKLQJZDVµZHOIDUHHFRQRPLFV¶2¶'RQQHOO-XQH 
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(ibid.). ,QSODQQLQJIRU%,72¶'RQQHOOZDVPRWLYDWHGE\KLVH[SHULHQFHZLWKWKHµ,0)DQG
LWVUHVSRQVHWRWKH$VLDQILQDQFLDOFULVLV¶KHIHOWµWKHNLQGVRI suggestions being put forward 
ZHUH YHU\ PXFK WDNHQ IURP DQ HFRQRPLF WH[WERRN DQG WKH\ GLGQ¶W UHDOO\ DFFRXQW IRU WKH
SROLWLFDO HFRQRP\ DQG WKH ZD\ SHRSOH ZRXOG IHHO « DQG KRZ WKH\¶G UHVSRQG¶ LELG
Traditional economic models assume citizens can analyse information to decide what is in 
their interest before acting, according to rational economic self-interest. Behavioural 
economics originated in 1970s United States, partly in response to neo-liberalism. 
Psychologists such as Herbert Simon noted that the sXSSRVHG µUDWLRQDOLW\¶ RI KXPDQ
EHKDYLRXU ZKLFK WKHVH WKHRULHV DVVXPHG ZDV µERXQGHG¶ E\ HIIHFWLYH LQWXLWLRQ )RU 6LPRQ
behaviour was far more complex than economic reductionism could admit and we should 
WKHUHIRUH VWXG\ µUHDO SHRSOH¶ LQ UHDO-world contexts   7KLV µROG EHKDYLRXUDO
HFRQRPLFV¶ ZDV GHYHORSHG LQWR LWV FRQWHPSRUDU\ IRUP E\ SV\FKRORJLVWV 'DQLHO .DKQHPDQ
and Amos Tversky (1974) and later, Richard Thaler. 2¶'RQQHOOKDGEHHQLQWHUHVWHGLQWKHVH
ideas since he was a student at Nuffield CollHJH2[IRUGZKHQKHUHFDOOHGµZRUNLQJZLWK«
Ian Little and Jim Mirrlees who were very interested in ways of handling situations where 
PDUNHWVGLGQ¶WZRUNZHOOZKHUHSULFHVZHUHGLVWRUWHGDQGKRZLQVXFKFDVHV\RXPLJKWFRPH
XSZLWKEHWWHUGHFLVLRQV¶2¶'RQQHOO%XW2¶'RQQHOOVDZWKHIRFXVRIPHGLDGLVFRXUVH
RQEHKDYLRXUDOHFRQRPLFVDVPLVOHDGLQJGXHWR%,7¶VVRFLDODQGSXEOLFSROLF\IRFXV 
 
LW¶VYHU\GHOLEHUDWHO\FDOOHGEHKDYLRXUDOLQVLJKWVWHDP«EHFDXVHWKHZKROHSRLQW
is that in a sense this is DIDLOLQJLQHFRQRPLFVDQGWKHSHRSOHZKRKDYHGRQH«
YHU\XVHIXOZRUNRQGHFLVLRQPDNLQJDUHSV\FKRORJLVWV«VRFLDOVFLHQWLVWV«DQG
QRZQHXURVFLHQWLVWV¶LELG 
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7KH0LQGVSDFHPRGHOGUDZVRQWKHQRWLRQWKDWSHRSOH¶VEHKDYLRXULVIUHTXHQWO\DOVRVKDSHG
E\PRUHµDXWRPDWLF¶RUXQFRQVFLRXVµFRQWH[WXDO¶IDFWRUVDQGSURSRVHVXWLOL]LQJSV\FKRORJ\WR
influence these ± to cause a desired behaviour without awareness or conscious decision being 
necessary (Dolan et. al., 2010: 14). 0LQGVSDFH VWDWHV WKDW µQRW DOO JRYHUQPHQW
communications focus on simple information provision; often they draw on more 
VRSKLVWLFDWHGWHFKQLTXHVRISHUVXDVLRQ¶LELG$QLPSRUWDQWFRPSRQHQW LVWhe design of 
FRPPXQLFDWLRQV EXW QXGJLQJ JRHV EH\RQG WKLV WR PRGLI\ WKH µFKRLFH DUFKLWHFWXUH¶ ± the 
circumstances in which behaviours happen and decisions to act are made (Sunstein and 
Thaler, 2008). Mindspace says that once an individual has been encouraged to make a small 
DGMXVWPHQW WR WKHLU EHKDYLRXU µWKH SRZHUIXO GHVLUH WR DFW FRQVLVWHQWO\ WDNHV RYHU¶ DQG WKLV
PHDQVµVXEVHTXHQWFKDQJHVLQEHKDYLRXU«PD\JRODUJHO\XQQRWLFHG¶ (Dolan et. al., 2010: 
28).  
 
Mindspace states that its effects need to be comELQHGZLWKµDQXDQFHGXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKH
FDSDELOLWLHVDQGPRWLYDWLRQVRIWKHWDUJHWDXGLHQFH¶LELG4 Theory at the heart of Mindspace 
is drawn from classic work in psychology which has formed the core of commercial 
marketing strategies, e.g., (Gilovich et. al., 2002). µ5HTXLUHGUHDGLQJ¶IRU&RQVHUYDWLYH03V
in 2008, the book Nudge by Thaler and Sunstein (2008) and the propaganda book Influence: 
The Psychology of Persuasion by Robert Cialdini (2007) have been central to Mindspace and 
BIT (where US Professor Richard Thaler is an advisor). These theories form the core of a 
detailed propaganda strategy and approach to social policy that, propelled by austerity, is 
influencing policy planning nationally and, increasingly, internationally.  
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 Therefore to be effective psychological profiling would be needed to successfully shape an intervention for a 
specific target, at a time when increasingly government information gathering and privacy issues are of strong 
public concern. 
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The New Economics Foundation (NEF) is a think tank pushing, for among other things, a 
move away from neo-classical economics but they see behavioural economics as an 
DFFHSWDEOHDOWHUQDWLYH6KDKDQG'DZQH\7KLVZLGHUµOLEHUWDULDQSDWHUQDOLVW¶DSSURDFK
which the CoaOLWLRQ*RYHUQPHQWZHUHµHPEHGGLQJLQWRLWVEURDGHUJHVWDOW¶E\UROOLQJRXW%,7
LQ IDFW µUHSUHVHQWV DQ LPSRUWDQW VHW RI FKDOOHQJHV WR WKH KHJHPRQLF DVVXPSWLRQV RI QHR-
OLEHUDOLVP ZKLFK KDYH KHOG VZD\ VLQFH WKH ULVH RI 7KDWFKHULVP¶ :KLWHKHDG HW DO 
302). 7KHUHZDVLQGHHGUHVLVWDQFHIURPVRPHSHRSOHLQJRYHUQPHQWµZKRKDGJURZQXSZLWK
a certain way of thinking about [economics and] had got the traditional economic model [in 
WKHLUKHDGV7KH\@ZHUH«VD\LQJ³LW¶VDOO DERXWSULFHV´«WKHUHZDV DELWRI an old guard 
DURXQG ZKR IRXQG QHZ ZD\V RI WKLQNLQJ GLIILFXOW¶ 2¶'RQQHOO  Think Tanks are 
slowly embracing behaviour change.5 $PRQJ WKHP 2¶'RQQHOO PHQWLRQHG 1() DQG WKDW
µLQWHUHVWLQJO\ WKH UHJXODWRUV¶ ZHUH WDNLQJ LW XS WKH µ)LQDQFLDO &RQGXFW $XWKRULW\« QRZ
VWDUWLQJWRSXWRXWSXEOLFDWLRQVRQKRZWKH\¶UHXVLQJEHKDYLRXUDOHFRQRPLFV,W¶VDPDVVLYHO\
JURZLQJ DUHD¶ 2¶'RQQHOO  The Institute of Fiscal Studies think tank also supports 
behavioural approaches, to inform and complement existing policy, see (Leicester, Levell and 
Rasul, 2012). %HKDYLRXUDOHFRQRPLFVLVDQHIIRUW WRµIL[¶WKHXQSUHGLFWDELOLW\DQGSHUFHLYHG
µHUURUV¶RIKXPDQEHKDYLRXULQUHODWLRQWRPDUNHWH[SHFWDWLRQVDQGDVVXFKLVQRWDFWXDOO\WR
challenge neo-liberal policy. 
 
:KLOHWKHLGHDRIJRYHUQPHQWµLQWHUYHQWLRQV¶UXQVFRXQWHUWRIUHHPDUNHWSULQFLSOHVLQUHDOLW\
WKH ODWWHU QHYHU H[LVWHG XQPHGLDWHG LQ WKH 8. 7KLV KDV OHG WR D µJURZLQJ UHDOLVDWLRQ WKDW
market-based forms of coordination have proved detrimental to long-term social, economic 
DQG HFRORJLFDO VWDELOLW\¶ :KLWHKHDG HW DO   $V GHWDLOHG DERYH µVRFLDO
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 Nigel Oakes founder of behaviour change defence contractor Strategic Communication Laboratories and the 
%HKDYLRXUDO'\QDPLFV,QVWLWXWHVDLGµWKHNH\SHRSOHIURPWKHEHKDYLRXUDOQXGJHXQLWDOOFDPHWRVHHXV>DW
6&/%',@ZKHQLWZDVLQLWVLQIDQF\«WRVHHKRZWKH\FRXOGVKDSHLW¶+HGHVFULEHGKRZWKH\DOVR
µZRUNHGZLWK>%,7@LQWKHSDVWEULHIHGWKHPRQDQXPEHURIRFFDVLRQV¶DVWKH\ZHUHJURZLQJ2DNHV 
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LQWHUYHQWLRQLVP¶ KDV EHHQ QHFHVVDU\ WR PHGLDWH WKH QHJDWLYH VRFLDO LPSDFW RI DXVWHULW\ $V
Robert Gilpin argues, in a capitalist system, it is, 
 
important that leadership ensure at least minimal safeguards for the inevitable 
losers from market forces and from the process of creative destruction; those who 
lose must at least believe that the system functions fairly (2000: 4).  
 
&KHDSµSROLF\VROXWLRQV¶OLke BIT and individualist rhetoric act as a pressure valve to prevent 
social impacts from becoming so severe they threaten the stability of the state. This new 
EHKDYLRXUDOHFRQRPLFVYLHZVµWKHKXPDQVXEMHFWDVDWDUJHWRIFRUUHFWLRQDOUH-UDWLRQDOLVDWLRQ¶
(Whitehead et. al., 2012: 305). Other academic work, e.g., Thrift (2007) points to other 
SRVVLEOH FRQFOXVLRQV WKDW ZH VKRXOG ZRUN ZLWK µWKH YLEUDQW XQSUHGLFWDELOLW\ RI OLIH DQG
KXPDQ GHYHORSPHQW¶ VHHLQJ WKLV FRPSOH[LW\ DV SRVLWLYH DQG HVVHQWLDO WR KXPDQLW\ even 
though it may raise problems for government planning (Whitehead et. al., 2012: 305). 
Discussions around behavioural change are dominated by psychologists, neuroscientists, 
political scientists and economists, and at the House of Lords Behaviour Change Inquiry in 
2011, Whitehead et. al., felt the emphasis was on efficacy and there was no opportunity to ask 
normative questions (2012: 305). 
 
0LQGVSDFH ULJKWO\ QRWHV WKDW µJRYHUQPHQW LQIOXHQFHV EHKDYLRXU QR PDWWHU ZKDW LW GRHV¶
(Dolan et. al., 2010; 16) and as such has a responsibility to consider the possible direct and 
indirect influences its activities and communications might have in a real-world context to 
ensure this serves the public interest. The report explicitly states that the practice of 
behaviouU FKDQJH PLJKW UHTXLUH µFDUHIXO KDQGOLQJ¶ DQG WKDW µWKH SXEOLF QHHG WR JLYH
SHUPLVVLRQ DQG KHOS VKDSH KRZ VXFK WRROV DUH XVHG¶ LELG  ,W FRQVLGHUV µLVVXHV DURXQG
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JDLQLQJGHPRFUDWLFSHUPLVVLRQIRUEHKDYLRXUFKDQJHSROLFLHV¶OLVWLQJWKHWKUHHNH\IDFWRUs to 
FRQVLGHUµwho the policy affects; what type of behaviour is intended; how the change will be 
DFFRPSOLVKHG¶LELG:KRVHEHKDYLRXULVWREHPRGLILHGLVDQLPSRUWDQWSROLWLFDOLVVXHDQG
one which will be central to the analysis hereon. It is important to examine the political 
contexts in which these strategies are and are not applied.  
 
As mentioned above, one social impact of neo-liberal policies in the 1990s was a rise in 
FULPH,QLWLDOIRFLGHWDLOHGLQWKHHDUO\0LQGVSDFHUHSRUWLQFOXGHGµVDIHUFRPPXQLWLHV¶ZKHUH
interventions were designed to deal with this (largely poverty-UHODWHG FULPH µWKH JRRG
VRFLHW\¶ ZKLFK LQFOXGHV HQFRXUDJLQJ LQGLYLGXDOV¶ SUR-environmental behaviours and 
µUHVSRQVLEOHSDUHQWLQJ¶DQGFUHDWLQJµKHDOWK\DQGSURVSHURXVOLYHV¶± prophetic at a time of 
National Health Service (NHS) privatization (ibid: 29). %,7¶V VXSSRUW WR WKH FLYLO VHUYLFH
includes initiatives for government bodies such as Public Health England, a new agency 
charged with supporting public health after the shake-up of the NHS last year. It has been 
criticized by medical organizations including the British Medical Association for not being 
independent enough to contradict changes to government policy (Campbell, 2014). But BIT 
has been involved in interventions cross-JRYHUQPHQW DQG µDUH QRZ DFWLYH LQ DOPRVW HYHU\
DUHDRIGRPHVWLFSROLF\¶6HUYLFH7KHUHFHQWµSULRULW\DUHDV¶LQFOXGHµJLYLQJRIWLPH
DQGPRQH\¶µSXEOLFVHUYLFHUHIRUP¶DQGµUHGXFLQJUHJXODWLRQ¶'XHWRLQLWLDOUHVLVWDQFH%,7
µKDGWR«SURYHLWZDVZRUWKWKHPRQH\ LQVHWWLQJLWXS«WRZLQRYHU WKHVFHSWLFV:KDW
[Halpern] did first of all was to implement some initiatives which showed [the] small unit 
>KDG@FRPHXSZLWKVRPHLGHDVWKDWVDYHGYDVWPXOWLSOHVRIZKDW\RX¶YHVSHQW¶2¶'RQQHOO 
2014). 7KH\FODLPWRKDYHVDYHGPEHWZHHQDQG WZHQW\ WLPHV%,7¶VFRVW
This was largely through drawing forward income tax by appealing to the conformist urges of 
already-largely-compliant late payers to pay sooner (Benjamin, 2013).  
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The fRFXV DFFRUGLQJ WR 2¶'RQQHOO ZDV RQ µWKRVH ZKR ZHUH PDNLQJ EDG PLVWDNHV DQG WKDW
could range across the income span, so people with rather a lot of money were making very 
VWXSLGGHFLVLRQV«RQWHUPVRIZKLFK>DQQXLW\@WREX\IRUH[DPSOH«¶2¶'RQQHOO). 
%XW WKH0LQGVSDFH UHSRUW VWDWHV WKDW µVRPHRQHZKRKDVGHYHORSHGDGLVOLNHRIJRYHUQPHQW
LQWHUYHQWLRQVPD\EHOHVVOLNHO\WROLVWHQWRPHVVDJHVWKDWWKH\SHUFHLYHGWRFRPHIURP³WKH
JRYHUQPHQW´¶ 'RODQ HW DO   $QG UHJDUGLQJ WKLV LW VSHFLILFDOly emphasizes how 
µWKRVHIURPWKHORZHUVRFLRHFRQRPLFJURXSVDUHPRUHVHQVLWLYHWR WKHFKDUDFWHULVWLFVRIWKH
PHVVHQJHU¶ DQG WKLV PD\ PDNH WKHP UHVLVWDQW WR WDUJHWLQJ DWWHPSWV DW µDGGUHVVLQJ
LQHTXDOLWLHV¶ LELG 7KH UHSRUW VWDWHV WKDW µZH PD\ LUUDWLRQDOOy discard advice given by 
VRPHRQHZHGLVOLNH¶DQGµWKHPRVWHIIHFWLYHVWUDWHJ\IRUFKDQJLQJEHKDYLRXUPD\EHWRXVH
WKLUG SDUWLHV RU GRZQSOD\ JRYHUQPHQW LQYROYHPHQW LQ D FDPSDLJQ RU LQWHUYHQWLRQ¶ LELG
7KLVUDLVHVDFRQIOLFWZLWKWKHVWDWHGQHHGWRµJDLQGHPRFUDWLFSHUPLVVLRQ¶IRUWKHXVHRIWKHVH
behavioural methodologies. Thaler and Sunstein also argue transparency and publicity are 
HVVHQWLDOLQQXGJLQJ:LONLQVRQFDOOVWKLVDQµHVFDSHFODXVH¶WRVWRSQXGJHVEHLQJ
manipulative and ensure thH\SUHVHUYH DQ LQGLYLGXDO¶V OLEHUW\ WR FKRRVH LWPHDQV WKH\FDQ
µRSW-RXW¶ RI QXGJHV WKH\ GLVOLNH RU WKDW DUH GHVLJQHG SRRUO\   2Q WKLV %,7¶V
'HSXW\'LUHFWRU2ZDLQ6HUYLFHVDLGµ:HREYLRXVO\ZRUNZLWK5LFKDUG>7KDOHU@DORWDQGZH
know Cass [SuQVWHLQ@YHU\ZHOODVZHOODQGRXUVWDUWLQJSRVLWLRQLV«ZKDWWKHEHVWZD\
RI DFKLHYLQJ D JLYHQ REMHFWLYH LV 6R ZH GRQ¶W VRUW RI UXWKOHVVO\ DSSO\ WKDW  OLEHUWDULDQ
SDWHUQDOLVWLFDSSURDFK¶+HDGGHGµ,GRQ
WWKLQNLI\RXWDONWR5LFKDUG , don't think he 
ZRXOGUHOLJLRXVO\DSSO\WKDWSKLORVRSK\HLWKHU¶6HUYLFH 
 
The suffocation of differing agendas in propaganda, and in the decision-making process, so 
that conflicts of interest remain unseen, is a way power can be exercised over a pHUVRQµE\
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LQIOXHQFLQJ VKDSLQJ DQG GHWHUPLQLQJ KLV YHU\ ZDQWV¶ /XNHV   %HKDYLRXUDO
SURSDJDQGDLQSDUWLFXODURIWHQDLPVWRSURGXFHµFRQVHQW¶*UDPVFLE\HQJLQHHULQJWKH
VLWXDWLRQZKHUHE\SHRSOHZLOOSURGXFHWKHµULJKW¶EHKDYLRXUZLWKRXWWheir rational awareness 
that they are being influenced. Steven Lukes observes how non-decision-making is a crucial 
element of power analysis (2005: 22±23). 
 
Mindspace further states that campaigns designed to provide information and allow for 
choice may be effective among the privileged but less effective among those disadvantaged 
in society. It argues that relying on the latter group making what are thought of as the 
µUDWLRQDO¶GHFLVLRQVDERXWWKHLULQWHUHVWVLVSUREOHPDWLFDQGZRXOGOHDGWRDEHKDYLRXUFKange 
gap: 
 
µWKH EHWWHU HGXFDWHG KLJKHU LQFRPH PRUH DGYDQWDJHG PLQGV DUH WKH ILUVW DQG
easiest minds to change, inequalities in health and wellbeing may be widened by 
LQIRUPDWLRQFDPSDLJQV¶'RODQHWDO 
 
,QVWHDG0LQGVSDFHSURSRVHVDQµ$XWRPDWLF6\VWHP¶WKDWLQIOXHQFHVWKHµFRQWH[W¶LQZKLFKall 
people act. By this rationale the public is there to enact behaviour, enacting paternalistic 
decisions and must be often-XQFRQVFLRXVO\ µQXGJHG¶ WR FRPSO\ )DU IURP OLEHUWDULDQ WKH
removal of choice FRXOG EH VDLG WR GHPRQVWUDWH D JRYHUQPHQW IHDU RI µPDMRULWDULDQ
GHPRFUDF\¶:LOOLDPVQRQ-compliance is perceived as error in the system that 
PXVWEHFRUUHFWHG WKURXJKFRPPXQLFDWLRQVRU µQXGJLQJ¶5D\PRQG:LOOLDPVREVHUYHG WKDW
communication reTXLUHVµQRWRQO\WUDQVPLVVLRQ¶ 
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LW LV DOVR UHFHSWLRQ DQG UHVSRQVH « 7KH IDLOXUH LV GXH WR DQ DUURJDQW
preoccupation with transmission, which rests on the assumption that the common 
answers have been found and need only to be applied (ibid: 314). 
 
7KHUHSRUW MXVWLILHV WKLVVD\LQJµFKDQJLQJWKHFRQWH[WUDWKHUWKDQSHRSOH¶VPLQGVPLJKWEH
more cost-HIIHFWLYH¶'RODQHWDO&HUWDLQO\DFKDQJHWRWKHµFRQWH[W¶RIVRPHRQH
OLYLQJ LQRQHRI%ULWDLQ¶VPRVWGHSULYHGFRPPXQLWLHV VXFKDV DOORFating funds to alleviate 
poverty, boost education, local job-creation and re-allocation of resources to create incentives 
for investment in that region, might be more likely to result in improvements in their lives, 
and decision-making, but systemic change is not what is meant.  
0DQ\ RI WKRVH ZRUNLQJ LQ WKH ILHOG RI µEHKDYLRXUDO VFLHQFH¶ KDYH DVVHUWHG WKDW LWV
incorporation into government has been too slow. Nigel Oakes, the CEO of contractor 
µ6WUDWHJLF&RPPXQLFDWLRQ/DERUDWRULHV¶DQGIRXQGHURIWKHµ%HKDYLRXUDO'\QDPLFV,QVWLWXWH¶
WKHLU UHVHDUFK DUP VDLG µLQWURGXFLQJ  LQIOXHQFH DQG EHKDYLRXUDO FKDQJH LQWR 
JRYHUQPHQW RUJDQLVDWLRQV¶ ZDV D VORZ SURFHVV µEHFDXVH XS WLOO QRZ WKH\¶YH RQO\ HYHU
understood ... attitudinal change and basically PR  WKDW¶V ZKDWZH¶UHXSDJDLQVW$QGRI
FRXUVHKXJHO\SRZHUIXOSHRSOHLQJRYHUQPHQWZKRVSHFLDOLVHLQ¶352DNHV7KLVZDV
HFKRHG E\ 2¶'RQQHOO LQLWLDOO\ µ&RPPV SHRSOH « ZHUH TXLWH UHVLVWDQW « NLQG RI ROG-
IDVKLRQHG>EHOLHYLQJ@³ZKDWZHQHHGWRGRLVWRPake an advert to tell people to put seatbelts 
RQ´¶2¶'RQQHOO$QGSROLWLFLDQV¶YLHZVRIWKLVZHUHWUDGLWLRQDOµ>SROOVWHUV@DQGIRFXV
JURXSV¶7KLVPHDQW2¶'RQQHOODQG+DOSHUQZHUHµDOLWWOHELWQHUYRXVDERXWWKLVEHLQJVHHQDV
just another form of PDUNHWLQJ¶LELG 
 
2¶'RQQHOO FKDLUHG %,7¶V TXDUWHUO\ ERDUGV ZKLFK VHW WKH WHDP¶V VWUDWHJLF SULRULWLHV XQWLO KH
UHWLUHGDQGµ-HUHP\+H\ZRRGWRRNRYHU¶EXW2ZDLQ6HUYLFHWKH'HSXW\'LUHFWRURIWKH%,7
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VDLG WKDW LW KDG QRZ EHFDPH PRUH µLQVWLWXWLRQDOL]HG¶ (2013). Though it is a small team, 
2¶'RQQHOOQRWHGWKDWWKHLUIXQFWLRQLVWRVHWWKLQJVLQPRWLRQDQGPHQWLRQHGKRZ':3DQG
+05&µKDYHEHHQYHU\JRRGDWSLFNLQJXSPDQ\RIWKHLGHDVDQGWDNLQJIRUZDUGWKHPVHOYHV¶
(2014). 7KHLU µLQWHUYHQWLRQV¶ ZHUH GHVLJQHd to seek savings and efficiency and reduce 
JRYHUQPHQWZHOIDUHVSHQGLQJ2¶'RQQHOODUJXHGWKDWµWKHZKROHSRLQWRIEHKDYLRXUFKDQJHLV
WRLPSURYHSHRSOH¶VZHOOEHLQJDQGWKHELJVRFLHW\ZDVDQH[DPSOHRI«XVLQJWKHIDFWWKDW
volunteering and giving are reaOO\ SRVLWLYH IRU SHRSOH¶V ZHOOEHLQJ « OHDYLQJ DVLGH WKH
DGYDQWDJHWRWKRVHZKRDUHWKHUHFLSLHQWVRILW¶LELG :KLOHPDQ\µQXGJHV¶FDQEHDQGare 
positive, in encouraging people to eat more healthily for example, or give up smoking, when 
they want do soWKHµOLEHUWDULDQSDWHUQDOLVP¶RIEHKDYLRXUDOHFRQRPLFVKDVEHHQUROOHGRXWDW
a time when British welfare is being cut and the NHS privatized, and it exists as a way to 
facilitate these deepening cuts to services and greater deregulation.  
 
Owain ServicH VDLG WKDW WKH XQLW LV PLVXQGHUVWRRG µ3HRSOH WKLQN WKDW « \RX¶UH WU\LQJ WR
QXGJHSHRSOHDFWXDOO\ZKDWZH¶UHUHDOO\LQWHUHVWHGLQLVKRZSHRSOHEHKDYHWKHSURFHVVDQG
KRZ ZH FDQ KHOS WKHP WR FKDQJH WKHLU EHKDYLRXU VR WKDW LW¶V PRUH LQ OLQH ZLWK ZKDW
govHUQPHQW REMHFWLYHV DUH¶  7KH DVVHUWLRQ IURP LWV 'LUHFWRU 'U 'DYLG +DOSHUQ ZDV
PRUH LQ OLQH ZLWK LWV DFFRPSDQ\LQJ VSLQ WKDW WKH JRYHUQPHQW XQLW ZDV WR µKHOS SHRSOH WR
PDNHEHWWHUFKRLFHVIRUWKHPVHOYHV¶(Benjamin, 2013); for whom they are making the choices 
is crucial. BIT priorities reflect the policy concerns of Prime Minister David Cameron and his 
Deputy Nick Clegg. They shifted after the initial focus and flurry of media coverage on 
KHDOWKµZHOO-EHLQJ¶DQGHQFRXUDJLQJFKDULW\WRDQHQKDQFHGIRFus on economic growth and 
generating revenue by reducing regulation and public spending. BIT effectively performed 
two key functions:  
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Ɣ As PR ± presenting the government as an innovator in public health, social 
SROLF\DQGZHOIDUHDXVWHULW\DVQHFHVVDU\DQGµQXGJLQJ¶DVWKHRQO\µUHDOLVWLF¶
solution within the (silent and largely unchallenged) constraints of capitalism;  
 
Ɣ Within wider social policies supporting government cuts, by enabling 
government to refocus policy solutions away from the state, the financial 
sector and corporate tax avoidance.  
 
6HUYLFHVDLGWKDWµDFRXSOHRIGD\VDJRZHKDGDVWHHULQJERDUGDQG>-HUHP\+H\ZRRG@VDLG,
ZDQW \RX WR ZRUN RQ HPSOR\PHQW DQG JURZWK DV \RXU WZR SULRULWLHV¶  6XFK
interventions have included a Job Centre in Loughton, Essex. Owain Service described how 
they use,  
 
user-FHQWUHG GHVLJQ  ZKHUH \RX GRQ¶W DVVXPH \RX FDQ GUHDP XS \RXU SROLF\
from sitting behind a desk in Whitehall, you spend time observing; working with 
those people who are actually experiencing the service themselves. So you go to 
the users of a service or the administrators of a service (ibid.). 
 
They chose to go to the administrators of the service:  
 
a lot of that initial part of that particular programme was sitting in with job 
advisors when they themselves are going through the process of working with 
somebody who is looking for work. And the reason we emphasize this is, quite a 
ORWRIWKHWLPHLI\RXDUHDSROLF\PDNHULQDQ\FRXQWU\DQG\RX¶UHGRLQJD
programme around job centres you might go and visit a couple of job centres, but 
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\RXPLJKWQRWDFWXDOO\%XWZKDW\RXZRQ¶WGRLVVSHQGDFRQVLGHUDEOHSHULRGRI
time inside those job centres to really find out what it is truly like to be an 
administrator in a job centre. Or to be somebody who is looking for work (ibid.).6  
 
The intervention was GHVLJQHG WR HQFRXUDJH DGYLVRUV WR JLYH WKHLU FOLHQWV D µVHQVH RI
progress¶ JLYLQJ WKHP D IRUZDUG-looking focus on their plan rather than dwelling on the 
difficult realities of finding a job in the contemporary employment market. According to the 
Guardian, this formula is used in Starbucks reward schemes, marketing that gives customers 
µD-stamp card, instead of a 10-stamp one, but when you buy your first coffee they give you 
WZRVWDPSVVWUDLJKWRII¶ZKLFKPHDQVFXVWRPHUVZLOO IHHODJUHDWHU VHQVHRI µSURJUHVV¶DQG
buy more coffee (Benjamin, 2013). These marketing strategies are being applied to those in 
the lower strata of the British economy to ensure those individuals give more readily into the 
economy. Loughton is an area with high unemployment, hard hit by the recession (Epping 
Forest Guardian, 2008). In its suburb of Debden, this is compounded by mental health 
problems which are more prevalent than elsewhere in the country. A food bank which opened 
in 2012 was inundated in its first month, leading to strained resources (Hardy, 2012).  
 
%,7¶V EORJ VWDWHV SURXGO\ WKDW WKH\ DUH µ'HVLJQLQJ LQWHUYHQWLRQV LQ SDUWQHUVKLS ZLWK WKH
SHRSOH ZKR DUH JRLQJ WR GHOLYHU WKHP¶ EXW LQ GRLQJ WKLV WKH\ OHDYH RXW UHFLSLHQWV RI WKH
intervention. Any intervention that is designed to respond to the needs and work in the 
interests of jobseekers needs to engage with jobseekers themselves, their individual needs and 
WKHLUH[SHULHQFHVRIWKHV\VWHPVWKDWKDYHEHHQWDUJHWHGIRUFKDQJH7KLVWKHUHIRUHZDVQ¶WD
strategy designed around those who need most support such as the long-term unemployed 
DQG WKRVH ZKR KDYH FRPH RII LQFDSDFLW\ EHQHILW %,7 VWDWHG WKDW WKH\ µGRQ¶W KDYH GDWD RQ
                                               
6
 They did not, however, interview anyone looking for work.  
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ZKHWKHUWKHFXVWRPHUVKDGDQ\GLVDELOLWLHV¶&DELQHW2IILFHD7KHH[SHULHQFHVRIWKH
jobseekers, their diverse situations and needs are irrelevant in the planning which was 
designed to reduce costs and paperwork at the department of Work and Pensions (DWP) 
(Cabinet Office, 2012b). The BIT boast a small increase of 15±20 per cent more people off 
benefits after thirteen weeks, possibly GXH WR OHVV RI WKH MREVHHNHUV¶ WLPH EHLQJ ZDVWHG RQ
bureaucracy. While it is positive to reduce form-ILOOLQJLIVRPHRQHGRHVQ¶WKDYHDMREDIWHU
eight weeks it is likely part of a broader problem such as a lack of suitable employment, a 
SUREOHPµH[SUHVVLYHZULWLQJ¶ZLOOQRWVROYH7KHRQXVLVRIFRXUVHRQWKHMREVHHNHUWREHFRPH
PRUHµUHVLOLHQW¶QRWIRUWKHJRYHUQPHQWWRFRPPLWWRHQVXULQJVHFXUHHPSOR\PHQWLVDYDLODEOH
(Cabinet Office, 2012a).  
 
$UHFHQWUHSRUWE\WKHµ5HVROXWLRQ)RXQGDWLRQ¶WKLQN-tank indicated recently that during the 
last six years, only London has seen a marked rise in employee jobs, and many of the 
increases seen nationally in those leaving welfare can be explained by a rise in often-
precarious self-employment (up to 15 per cent of all employment) with many becoming lone-
WUDGHUV '¶$UF\ DQG *DUGLQHU  2WKHU UHVHDUFK E\ 0DQFKHVWHU 8QLYHUVLW\ VKRZV WKDW
post-crisis growth and job-creation has been focused in the south-east (Chakrabortty, 2013). 
A significant proportion of the employee jobs that have been created have, however, been on 
LQVHFXUHµ]HUR-KRXUV¶FRQWUDFWVZKHUHWKHUHLVQRPLQLPXPJXDUDQWHHRIZRUNLQJKRXUV 
 
Structured into some of the Mindspace framework is a focus on the poor for interventions. 
For example, it states µWKHYDOXHRI VRPHWKLQJGHSHQGVRQ ZKHUHZH VHH LW IURP¶ LQRWKHU
words, poor people need a smaller investment as an incentive to alter their behaviour. The 
poorer people are, the easier it is to motivate them with a lower financial incentive. The 
document describes how little was required to bring about a behaviour change in Malawi 
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(Dolan, et. al., 2010: 20). By the same rationale, with wealthy individuals, a financial 
incentive or cost is viewed according to the degree of change from that reference point. 
Recent research also indicates that the richer people get, the less empathy they have for those 
with less money and the more they defend their entitlement to that wealth. However, it has 
also EHHQ GHPRQVWUDWHG WKDW LW LV SRVVLEOH WR µQXGJH¶ VXFK HPSDWK\ with effects on wealth 
distribution. Psychologists (Piff, 2013a; 2013b), indicate that accumulating wealth decreases 
altruism and increases unethical behaviour, which drives up economic inequality. Yet Piff 
VWDWHVWKDWLWLVUHODWLYHO\HDV\WRµQXGJH¶JLYLng among the wealthy so that this decreases and 
µFDXVHZHDOWKLHULQGLYLGXDOVWREHMXVWDVHJDOLWDULDQDVSRRUSHRSOH¶E. The majority of 
BIT changes, however, follow neo-OLEHUDOSROLFLHV LQSUHGRPLQDQWO\IRFXVVLQJRQµQXGJLQJ¶
ordinary individuals to pay more taxes etc., rather than nudging corporations or wealthy 
individuals to do so.7 Some research indicates that policymakers themselves and 
RUJDQL]DWLRQVPD\EHVXEMHFWWRµEHKDYLRXUDOELDVHV¶8 Armstrong and Huck (2010) argue that 
these biases can potentially intervene in and modify corporate profit-maximising behaviours. 
 
In taxation, recent data by the Equality Trust advocacy group shows that the poorest 10 per 
FHQWRIKRXVHKROGVDOUHDG\µSD\HLJKWSHUFHQWDJHSRLQWVPRUHRIWKHLULQFRPHLQDOOWD[es than 
WKH ULFKHVW¶, but the public perception is that the rich pay more (Allen, 2014). In 2011, the 
                                               
7
 Corporate nudges are quite possible: Service mentioned one in relation to mobile phone theft that would 
impDFWRQWKHPDUNHWWRSURGXFHDVROXWLRQWKDWZRXOGUHGXFHWKHEXUGHQRQSROLFLQJµWKHQRUPDODSSURDFK
would be to say ... mobile phones get stolen all the time, how can we crack down on this particular problem? 
What powers can we give the police to solve this particular crime-type. And that might be a legitimate response, 
EXWLWZLOOFRVWPRQH\¶%,7LQVWHDGFUHDWHGD0RELOH3KRQH7KHIW,QGH[EHFDXVHµIRUH[DPSOHLSKRQHVDUH
about four times more likely to get stolen than the next most likely brand of phone, which are blackberries ... 
DQGWKHUHDUHSHDNVMXVWEHIRUHQHZPRGHO¶VDERXWWREHLQWURGXFHGZKLFKLVDQLQGLFDWLRQRIWKHQDWXUHRI
VRPHRIWKLVSUREOHPLVDQLQVXUDQFHLVVXH¶6RWKHLQGH[ZRXOGµJDWKHUWKHGDWDRQWKLVDQGSXWLW out so 
FRQVXPHUVFDQEHPRUHLQIRUPHGZKHQWKH\¶UHPDNLQJWKHLUGHFLVLRQVEXWPRUHLPSRUWDQWO\LWZLOOSXWSUHVVXUH
RQWKHPDQXIDFWXUHUVLQDVOLJKWO\GLIIHUHQWZD\¶6HUYLFH7KHPRWLYDWLRQLVQRWUHGLVWULEXWLYHEXWWR
adjust markets and reduce need for regulation of business. 
8
 2QWKLV2¶'RQQHOOVDLGEHKDYLRXUDOELDVHVLQJRYHUQPHQWµDEVROXWHO\¶H[LVWDQGµDNH\SRLQW,¶YHEHHQPDNLQJ
DERXWSROLWLFLDQVLVWKDW«6HFUHWDULHVRI6WDWH«VSHQGDORWRIWLPHLQWKH>+RXVHRI&RPPRQVRU/RUGV@¶DQG
VRµDUHDXWRPDWLFDOO\JRLQJWRWKLQNWKDW¶VZKHUH,¶PJRLQJWRILQGWKHVROXWLRQIRUWKLQJVKHQFH\RXKDYHDYHU\
VWURQJELDVWRZDUGVOHJLVODWLYHVROXWLRQV¶2¶'RQQHOO 
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advocacy group Tax Justice Network estimated tax avoidance costs the UK economy £69.9 
ELOOLRQD\HDUDQGSRLQWRXWWKDWWKLVUHSUHVHQWVµRIWKH FRXQWU\¶VWRWDOKHDOWKFDUH
VSHQG¶-HQQHU 7KH+05&GHFODUHVSURXGO\WKDWLWKDVµPRUHWKDQVWDIIIRFXVHG
RQ¶ DIIOXHQW WD[ HYDGHUV  7KLV FRPSDUHV ZLWK  VWDII LQ  DW WKH ':3
investigating social security fraud (Syal, 2012). BIT has also focused on tax, where Service 
VDLG WKH WHFKQLTXHV ZHUH µZLOGO\ VXFFHVVIXO¶  $JDLQ instead of focusing on the far 
more costly deliberate tax avoidance BIT focuses, for HMRC, on encouraging those who 
might be slow to pay PRUH TXLFNO\ 7KH\ VWDWH WKDW WKH\ µEURXJKW IRUZDUG DQ DGGLWLRQDO
0RI UHYHQXH¶ ,WZDV µEURXJKW IRUZDUG¶ DOWKRXJK µ+05&QRUPDOO\ JHW WKHPRQH\DW
VRPHSRLQW«>WKHWD[SD\HUV@SD\\RXVRRQHUVR\RXGRQ¶WKDYHWRWDNHWKHPWRFRXUW¶LELG 
This strateJ\ZRUNVE\DSSHDOLQJWRSHRSOH¶VKRQHVW\DQGLVOLNHO\WRDIIHFWRQO\LQGLYLGXDOV
who do their own taxes. Research has indicated that almost a third of managers polled 
UHFHQWO\ VDLG WKH\ ZRUN LQ DQ XQHWKLFDO ZD\ SXWWLQJ WKLV GRZQ WR QHFHVVLW\ IRU µFDUHHU
SURJUHVVLRQ¶&KDUWHUHG0DQDJHPHQW,QVWLWXWH 
 
$FRPSHWLWRU1LJHO2DNHVDUJXHG%,7¶VPHWKRGVZHUHFUXGHµ,WKLQNWKH\¶UHORRNLQJDWWKH
HFRQRPLFVRILWDQGWKH\¶UHWKHQJXHVVLQJDWWKHVROXWLRQV¶DQG 
  
SLFNLQJ XS  5REHUW &LDOGLQL¶V ERRk Persuasion ZKLFK FRYHUV µ PRVW XVHIXO
WHFKQLTXHV¶DQGWKH\IRXQGRQHFDOOHGVRFLDOSURRIDQGVRVDLGWRSHRSOHLQWKH
street, everyone else has paid their gas bill so you should pay yours. 
 
2DNHVVDLGµLW¶VOLNHDQDGDJHQF\FRPLQJXSZLWKDOucky ad campaign that sort of really, 
UHDOO\ZRUNVDQG WKH\JRVHH"¶EXWQRW UHDOO\XQGHUVWDQGLQJKRZDQGZK\ WKH\GLG LW One 
H[DPSOHKH JDYHZDV WKHLUZRUNRQ LQFUHDVLQJ JDVELOO SD\PHQW VD\LQJ WKLV µZDVQ¶WEDG
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because when you're dealing with ... hundreds of thousands of people ... pretty much 
ZKDWHYHU\RXGRLVJRLQJWRDFKLHYHDSRVLWLYHUHVXOW¶ 
 
+RZHYHU 2DNHV DUJXHG %,7 ZDV VWLOO EHWWHU DW µEHKDYLRXU FKDQJH¶ WKDQ FRQYHQWLRQDO 35
Increasingly this is seen as an area of expertize Britain can capitalize on and the BIT helped 
HVWDEOLVKDVLPLODUXQLW LQ2EDPD¶V:KLWH+RXVH2¶'RQQHOOVDLG µ,VXVSHFWZKHUH WKHQHZ
version of the nudge unit will be most successful is in its work internationally with other 
JRYHUQPHQWV¶  7KH %ULWLVK *RYHUQPent has crafted an international image and 
reputation for being good at persuasion. In the US Government in particular, Britain is 
viewed as having particular skill in the area of persuasion, largely due to assistance in a 
security context (Briant, 2015). Assistant Head, Defence Media and Communications 
Operations Plans 0R'&RO5DOSK$UXQGHOO IRUH[DPSOHVDLG µWKH$PHULFDQV OLNH WR WKLQN
ZH¶UHYHU\JRRGDWWKLVVRUWRIDFWLYLW\%HFDXVHZHKDYHDORQJKLVWRULFDOEDFNJURXQGZLWKLW¶
(Briant, 2015: 216). In 2012 the New South Wales (NSW) 3UHPLHU%DUU\2¶)DUUHOOVHWXSD
VLPLODUµQXGJH¶XQLWZLWK%,7¶VJXLGDQFH7KHSODQZDVVLPLODUµORRNLQJDWZD\VGRFXPHQWV
issued by the Office of State Revenue ± which collects state taxes and traffic fines ± can be 
reworded WR GHOLYHU EHWWHU UHVXOWV¶ :DGH  DQG µGHEW UHFRYHU\ IUDXG SUHYHQWLRQ DQG
SUHYHQWDEOHKHDOWKLVVXHV¶+ROOLQJZRUWK&KULV(FFOHV'LUHFWRU*HQHUDORIWKH16:
Department for Premier and Cabinet even echoed the same rhetoric used by Halpern: they 
ZHUH µHQDEOLQJSHRSOH WRPDNHEHWWHU FKRLFHV IRU WKHPVHOYHV¶ &DELQHW 2IILFH DQG6KDSSV 
2012).  
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BIT has now become a mutual, partnered with Nesta and is seeking more commercial 
contracts.9 British government departments will now pay consultancy fees for any advice 
provided. According to the Financial Times LQ  µWKH YDOXH RI JRYHUQPHQW FRQWUDFWV
KDQGHGWRWKHSULYDWHVHFWRU¶KDVµGRXEOHGLQIRXU\HDUVWREQ¶3OLPPHUThe move 
ZDVQRWDQWLFLSDWHGIURPWKHEHJLQQLQJµ,FHUWDLQO\KDGQ¶WLPagined that it would become a 
MRLQWYHQWXUH¶2¶'RQQHOOUHFDOOHGµWKDWKDSSHQHGDIWHUP\WLPH¶ 2¶'RQQHOOKLPVHOI
now works for Frontier Economics, a consultancy which lobbies government ministers on 
behalf of commercial clients.10  
 
Media µ6FDSHJRDWV¶DQG,QGLYLGXDO5HVSRQVLELOLW\ 
 
The cultural politics of neo-OLEHUDOµQXGJLQJ¶± evidenced in discourse and persuasion tactics 
± can equally be evidenced in the way scapegoats emerge from media discourse in relation to 
WKH OLEHUDO QRWLRQ RI µLQGLYLGXDO UHVSRQVLELOLW\¶ DFURVV WKH FXOWXUDO ODQGVFDSH :KLOH %,7¶V
interventions fall far short of managing the impacts of austerity, some media have presented a 
selective or distorted history that deflects attention away from state responsibility.  
 
Gramsci saw the relationship between historical knowledge and praxis as crucial to ensuring 
SKLORVRSK\DQGSODQQLQJUHVSRQGVWRWKHQHHGVRIWKHSHRSOHDQGWKDWµFRQVHQW¶LV
a clear indication of how the establishment attempt to manage the cultural political field. 
Media coverage has also helped to manage conflicts of interest and manufacture consent for 
austerity by demonizing the poor by creating moral panics, which are driven by ideology.  
 
                                               
9
 7KHVHPXVWKDYHDµVRFLDOSXUSRVH¶- Service clarified that this meant that the intervention cannot be for purely 
commercial objectives such as increasing profits (Service 2013). Beyond this, what kind of social purpose or 
who defines the social value of it is unclear.  
10
 Including Heathrow Airport which some have argued is a conflict of interests (Cohen, 2013) 
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As Cohen argued, moral panics are produced when µDFRQGLWLRQHSLVRGHSHUVRQRUJURXSRI
SHUVRQV HPHUJHV WR EHFRPH GHILQHG DV D WKUHDW WR VRFLHWDO YDOXHV DQG LQWHUHVWV¶  
'HPRQL]HG µIRON GHYLOV¶ FRQFHUQHG µGHYLDQW \RXWK FXOWXUHV¶ \HW FUXFLDOO\ NH\ IHDWXUHV RI
&RKHQ¶VPRGHOLQUHODWLRQWRWKHµF\FOHRIDPRUDOSDQLF¶LELGDQGµIRONGHYLOV¶FDQEH
seen in recent contexts facilitating policy changes. Examples include disability and incapacity 
benefit claimants mentioned above.  
 
(PSKDVL]LQJµLQGLYLGXDOUHVSRQVLELOLW\¶LVQ¶WSDUWLFXODUO\Qew, although in the age of austerity 
it clearly produces specific narratives that affect cultural politics. For example, Golding and 
Middleton had argued in the eighties that emphasizing individual responsibility led to a 
FXOWXUHRIµLQGLFWLQJZHOIDUHDQGFRQYLFWLQJWKHSRRU¶IRUWKDWHUD¶VILQDQFLDOFULVLV
WKURXJK WKH FUHDWLRQ RI QHZ µIRON GHYLOV¶ LQ WKH PHGLD OLNH µZHOIDUH VFURXQJHUV¶ µVLQJOH
PRWKHUV¶ DQG µGROH FKHDWV¶ &RKHQ  )XUWKHU WKH PRUDO SDQLF RI D µFDPSDLJQ DJDLQVW
VFURXQJHUV¶ Franklin, 1999: 2) led to the demonization of welfare recipients, ignored the 
structural issue of rising unemployment (Campbell, 1984) and built intense pressure to cut 
back welfare spending. 
 
These historical details are replicated today when we consider the 2010 Coalition 
*RYHUQPHQW¶VZHOIDUHUHIRUPVZKLFKLQFOXGHGDUHDVVHVVPHQWRISHRSOHFODLPLQJLQFDSDFLW\
benefit11. Similar cuts to the austerity measures in 2010±11 had been proposed for incapacity 
benefit by the previous Blair Government in 2004±5. Research by Briant, Philo and Watson 
(2011) demonstrated a surge in media coverage of disability following the financial crash as 
                                               
11
 The changes included tests for people who receive Employment Support Allowance (ESA) introduced by the 
previous administration and continued by tKHFXUUHQWRQH$µ8QLYHUVDO&UHGLW¶EHQHILWZDVLQWURGXFHGDORQJ
with a change in indexation of uprating benefits from the higher Retail Price Index (RPI) to the lower Consumer 
Price Index (CPI), changes to entitlement to Disability Living Allowance (DLA) and a range of other service 
changes and welfare cuts impacting adversely on disabled people. 
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government cuts were directed at reducing the welfare budget by reclassifying disabled 
people as fit for work. This news coverage focused on people who it said claimed disability 
benefits fraudulently and linked them with the crisis through welfare spending.  
 
Although this type of news framing existed before the financial crash what is clear is the idea 
RI µDXVWHULW\¶ ± as ideology ± helps to construct a different narrative within the field of 
FXOWXUDOSROLWLFV)RUH[DPSOHWKHWHUPµZH¶UHDOO LQ LW WRJHWKHU¶LVDQLGHRORJLFDOFRQVWUXFW
that legitimizes government and often media actions to apply policy and to forward a 
philosophy that argues for individuals taking responsibility for their actions.   
 
5HVHDUFKLQGLFDWHVWKDWPDLQVWUHDPUHSRUWLQJRIWKHEDQNLQJFULVLVIRUHIURQWHG&LW\VRXUFHV¶
perspectives and proposed solutions which placed the burden on the public (Berry, 2012). As 
the cuts were underway in 2010±PRVWQHZVSDSHUVZHUHVXSSRUWLYHRI WKHJRYHUQPHQW¶V
policies (Briant, Watson and Philo, 2013: 6) to justify the austerity cuts to disability benefits 
in the wake of the financial crisis where the media debate became more personalized around 
LQGLYLGXDOUHVSRQVLELOLW\DQGOHVVIRFXVHGRQµSUREOHPVLQWKHV\VWHP¶LELG6RPHDUWLFOHV
HYHQ EODPHG WKH ZKROH GHEW FULVLV RQ LQFDSDFLW\ EHQHILW FODLPDQWV µ6KLUNHU¶V 3DUDGLVH
([FOXVLYH,'6RQ%HQHILWV%ULWDLQ:DJQHU¶VRQHRI0illion who Claim Incapacity, Work-
VK\DUH/DUJHO\ WR%ODPH IRU'HILFLW&ULVLV¶ %ULDQW:DWVRQDQG3KLOR1HJDWLYH
coverage blamed welfare claimants themselves for austerity to deflect blame from 
government and created scapegoats for the cuts (Briant, Watson and Philo, 2011).  
 
The portrayal of the welfare claimants as fraudulent has been a central theme since the late 
1970s and research showed that the use of this theme increased following the financial crash 
(Briant, Watson and Philo, 2013). Deacon argued that in the 1970s media levels of hostility 
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WRZDUGVWKHSRRUFRQWUDVWHGZLWKWKHH[LVWHQFHRIµYLUWXDOO\QRDEXVH¶RI WKHV\VWHP
346). And similarly following the financial crash an exaggerated prominence of fraud as a 
tabloid theme conflicted with the reality of low recorded and estimated levels of fraud (for 
Disability Living Allowance estimated to be at 0.5 per cent and for Incapacity Benefit to be at 
0.3 per cent by DWP 2012). It served to focus public perceptions on claimants rather than 
systemic problems of the labour market, or government economic policies. Exaggeration and 
distortion provide one way folk devils are constructed and reinforced (Cohen, 2011: 31). 
Cohen describes how individual cases are taken within the media discoursHµDVFRQILUPLQJD
JHQHUDO WKHPH¶LELGDQG WKHQVHHQDVSDUWRIDEURDG WUHQG LQ WKLVFDVH LWZDVEHQHILW
fraud. 7KHUHLVDVWURQJSXEOLFEHOLHIWKDWEHQHILWIUDXGLVKLJKDUHFHQWSROOLQGLFDWHVWKDWµRQ
average people think that 27 per cent of thH ZHOIDUH EXGJHW¶ LV IUDXGXOHQWO\ FODLPHG ± 
compared to the reality of just 0.7 per cent (TUC 2013). In fact, benefit underpayment is far 
greater than total benefit fraud, and both are far surpassed by even the modest HMRC 
estimates of tax avoidance, at £30 Billion per year (Ball, 2013). 
 
The fraud theme was reflected in language: benefit claimants were described by the media 
XVLQJSHMRUDWLYH WHUPV VXFKDV µVFURXQJHU¶ DQG µZRUNVK\¶ WHUPV WKDW ZHUHXVHGEHIRUH WKH
financial crash but which increased following it (Briant, Watson and Philo, 2013: 8). 
Politicians and ministers contributed to this, for example George Osborne, the Chancellor of 
WKH([FKHTXHUZKRµFODLPHGOLYLQJRQLQFDSDFLW\EHQHILWKDGEHFRPHD³/LIHVW\OH&KRLFH´¶
WKLVSKUDVHZDVµUHF\FOHG¶LQthe media (ibid.). Cohen claimed that political influence plays a 
UROH LQ GHWHUPLQLQJ WKH IRUP WKH µLQYHQWRU\¶ RU SURFHVV RI PHGLD LQWHUSUHWDWLRQUHVSRQVH
WDNHVKHLGHQWLILHGWZRLQWHUUHODWHGIDFWRUVWKDWGHWHUPLQHWKLVµWKHLQVWLWXWLRQDOLVHGQHHGWR
create news and [...] the selective and inferential structure of the news-PDNLQJ SURFHVV¶
  &RKHQ DUJXHV WKDW µWKH PHGLD DGMXGLFDWH EHWZHHQ FRPSHWLQJ GHILQLWLRQV RI D
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situation and these definitions are made in a hierarchical context ± agents of social control are 
PRUHOLNHO\WREHEHOLHYHG¶LELG1HZVSDSHUVZHUHEURDGO\LQVXSSRUWRIWKH&RDOLWLRQV
welfare cuts and continued, as Cohen argued, selecting stories to fit with their pre-existing 
themes (ibid: 47).  
 
Following the financial crash thHUHZDVDOVRDUHGUDZLQJRIWKHFDWHJRU\RIµGLVDEOHG¶E\WKH
Government distinguishing the undeserving (many) and the deserving (few) with an emphasis 
RQ µZRUN¶ FDSDELOLWLHV UDWKHU WKDQ µKHDOWK¶ 7KLV DOORZHG WKH YLOLILFDWLRQ E\ JRYHUQPHQW
ministers and tKHPDLQVWUHDPPHGLDRI µIRONGHYLOV¶ZKRKDG IRUPHUO\EHHQHQFRXUDJHG WR
FODLP7KRVHSUHYLRXVO\FODVVLILHGDVGLVDEOHGZHUHQRZµGHVFULEHGLQWKHSRSXODUPHGLDDQG
in political discourse as people who have taken illegitimately from the taxpayer and cheated 
³JHQXLQH´ FODLPDQWV¶ %ULDQW :DWVRQ DQG 3KLOR   ,W UHGXFHG FODLPDQWV ZKLOVW
reassuring the public that support was provided for (those who continued to be classed as) 
disabled people and press coverage often included, as a minor theme, small concessions for 
WKH µJHQXLQH¶ GLVDEOHG ZKLFK VHUYHG WR DGG HPSKDVLV WR WKH LGHD RI ODUJH QXPEHUV RI
µIUDXGXOHQWFODLPDQWV¶LELG7KHILQDQFLDOFULVLVWKXVIDFLOLWDWHGWKHH[SDQVLRQRIWKHQHR-
OLEHUDO FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQ RI SRYHUW\ DV FDXVHG E\ µLQGLYLGXDO LQDGHTXDF\¶ DQG GHPDQGLQJ
individual not state solutions to include people in receipt of disability and incapacity benefits. 
News discourses were used to question the citizenship and rights of welfare recipients in a 
way that reflected recent research into news discourses on asylum seekers. 
 
Conclusion 
 
:HKDYHVKRZQKHUHKRZ%,7¶VµQXGJLQJ¶LVEHLQJXVHGDVDFRPSOLPHQW WRDQLGHRORJLFDO
V\VWHP ZKLFK DORQJVLGH PHGLD FUHDWLRQ RI µIRON GHYLOV¶ UHIRFXVHV UHVSRQVLELOLW\ IRU WKH
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financial crisis and subsequent austerity measures on individuals. This exposes an inherent 
contradiction in the neo-liberal adherence to free market fundamentalism. Instead of being 
interpreted as a crisis for neo-liberal ideology, the 2008 financial crash was rationalized 
through a discourse of austerity that focused on reforming the behaviour of those most 
affected by the crash and this is how cultural politics proceeds in the age of austerity in the 
contexts discussed in this chapter. 
 
,Q KLV VHPLQDO ZRUN µ7KH 6RFLRORJLFDO ,PDJLQDWLRQ¶ & :ULJKW 0LOOV GUDZV D GLVWLQFWLRQ
EHWZHHQ µSULYDWH WURXEOHV¶ DQG µSXEOLF LVVXHV¶ KH LOOXVWUDWHV WKLV LGHD E\ DUJXLQJ WKDW WKH
VROXWLRQ WR FRPSOH[ VRFLDO SUREOHPV OLNH PDVV XQHPSOR\PHQW FDQQRW EH IRXQG µZLWKLQ WKH
UDQJHRIRSSRUWXQLWLHVRSHQWRDQ\RQHLQGLYLGXDO¶0LOOVVWUHVVHVWKHLPSortance of 
understanding the causal structural conditions that drive social problems. The individualist 
rationale that underpins the neo-liberal ideology represented in recent policy and media 
narratives inverts this logic to rationalize public issues as private troubles (Mills, 1959: 8). 
%ULDQW :DWVRQ DQG 3KLOR   FRQFOXGHG WKDW µ7KH FUHDWLRQ RI ZLGHVSUHDG FRQFHUQ
DERXWIUDXGDQGPLVFODLPLQJIROORZVIURPGHOLEHUDWHSROLWLFDOLQWHUYHQWLRQV¶=L]HNGHVFULEHV
KRZµSVHXGRFRQFUHWH¶LPDJHVDUHXVHGWRHPERG\µDOOWKHHYLOVRIVRFLHW\¶DQGIRUPSDUWRI
DQ µLGHRORJLFDO HGLILFH¶ WR VFDSHJRDW LQGLYLGXDOV DQG JURXSV =L]HN¶V H[DPSOH RI WKH
µXQHPSOR\HG VLQJOH PRWKHU¶  FRXOG MXVW DV HDVLO\ EH LQFDSDFLW\ EHQHILW FODLPDQWV RU
other marginalized groups. Media representations have an impact on how poverty is 
XQGHUVWRRGE\ WKHSXEOLF %ULDQW:DWVRQ DQG3KLOR  -RVHSK5RZQWUHH)RXQGDWLRQ¶V
latest research found that public attitudes to poverty and welfare have hardened (Clery, Lee 
and Kunz, 2013). A fundamentalist free market approach has dominated political decisions 
about social welfare in Britain since the late 1970s, but is being further entrenched and 
justified with reference to the recent crisis. Social effects have been masked in an approach 
30 
which blames individuals for social problems and ignores the structural causes, leading the 
media to call for sanctions against those individuals. In these political and media narratives 
SHRSOHDUHYDOXHGE\WKHLUµDELOLW\WRSURGXFHZHDOWK¶.DW]MXVtifying cuts and the 
resultant social exclusion of those who do not.  
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